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THE FEMININE MYSTIQUE IN DENTAL
 EDUCATION: A FEMINIST'S CHALLEN
GE 
I am going to engage in a po-
lemic-a controversial disputation. 
I know that is what I am doing and 
I want you to know that I know. I 
will not speak to specific strategies 
or tactics to recruit, retain, and 
advance women in dental educa-
tion. Rather, my comments will be 
more conceptual. My tone will 
strike passion, for I feel strongly 
about this issue. I mav not be as 
substantive as either vo~ or I would 
like, but I will be ;xprcssing my 
personally reflected views on this 
vitally important topic. My goal is 
two-fold: first, to express one den-
tal educator's perspective on a 
problem in dental education, and 
secondly, to motivate other dental 
educators to pursue, in substantive 
and tangible ways, redressing that 
problem. 
Being a Feminist 
I am a feminist and am here 
today to challenge the feminine 
mystique in dental education. In 
1963 Betty Friedan sparked a ma-
jor revolution in our society with 
her publication of The Feminine 
Mystique. 1 A "mystique" is a com-
plex of beliefs and/or attitudes 
around an idea having a meaning 
or reality that is neither apparent to 
the senses nor obvious to the intel-
lect. Ms. Friedan argued in her 
book, to me persuasively, that mys-
tical beliefs of the feminine have 
overwhelmed our society. The fem-
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inine mystique savs the root of 
women's problems· is that women 
envy men and try to be like men 
rather than accept their own na-
ture, their femininity; which can 
find fulfillment only in sexual pas-
sivity, male domination, and nur-
turing maternal love. The book, as 
a disclosure of the real nature of 
femininity, became a vision for 
women in much the same wav Mar-
tin Luther King's "I Have A Dream" 
speech became a vision for Afro-
Americans. With Ms. Friedan's 
leadership, the movement was gal-
vanized bv the founding, in 1966 of 
the National Organization for 
Women (NOW). NOW was estab-
lished with a declared goal of mov-
ing to true equalitv for all women in 
America and an ~qua\ partnership 
of the sexes. The movement to lib-
erate women in this country from 
the feminine mystique bega~. I am 
a feminist and a member of the 
National Organization for Women. 
Note that is not "of" but "for" 
women. I proudly wear my tee-
David A. Nash* 
shirt that proclaims, "a man of 
qualitv is not threatened bv women 
for cq~ality." · 
To me, to be a feminist is to 
assert: 
• Women and men arc equal in 
value. 
• Women and men arc equal in 
dignity. 
• Women and men arc equal in 
respect. 
• Women and men arc equal in 
potential. 
• Women and men arc equal in 
rights. 
• Women and men arc equal in 
freedom. 
• Women and men arc equal in 
autonomy. 
• Women and men ought to be 
equal in opportunitv. 
• Women and men ~ught to be 
equal in responsibilit~'-
• Women and men ought to be 
equal in obligations. 
• Women and men ought to be 
equal in power. 
To be a feminist is to affirm that 
women, as men, should have an 
environment that facilitates the re-
alization of their full potential as 
human beings. 
To be a feminist is to believe that 
every political ideology, every so-
cial structure, every religious faith, 
every organizational configuration, 
every cultural assumption, every 
government bureaucracy, and ail 
policies, practices, and procedures 
must support the notion of the rad-
ical equality of women and men, 
the full humanity of both sexes. 
To be a feminist is to fully sup-
port and endorse the unique, influ-
ential, important, demanding, and 
essential role of women in society. 
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To be a feminist is to actively 
engage oneself in tangible ways in 
helping women to be all they can be 
and all they want to be. 
To be a· feminist is to reject all 
sexism. 
I am a feminist and I reject the 
feminine mystique in society, in 
dentistry, and in dental education. 
What is the feminine mystique in 
our profession? The feminine mys-
tique in dentistry and dental educa-
tion is the belief that women are 
not now, cannot be, and should not 
be equal partners with men in the 
profession; that women in the pro-
fession arc an interesting phenom-
enon, but arc only incidental; that 
women arc not essential to the ma-
turing of the profession; that the 
imp011ant, influential, and valu-
able work of the profession is, and 
must be, accomplished by men. 
Women's role is secondary, sup-
portive, and superfluous. Accep-
tance of these mystical notions 
neither apparent t~ the senses no; 
real to the intellect, contributes to 
what is a major problem in dental 
education; a lack ,of appropriate 
numbers of women faculty to bal-
ance the male contributions in edu-
cation and research, and a lack of 
adequate numbers of women fac-
ult~, members to serve as role mod-
els for growing numbers of women 
student dentists. 
The Value of the Androgynous 
I believe that women and men 
arc different, in fact, I know they 
arc. I applaud the differences! Each 
sex has unique and essential quali-
ties and strengths to offer to society 
and society's institutions. Dentistry 
and dental education require the 
balancing qualities of women if the 
profession is to be as strong as it 
can and should be. 
Carol Gilligan, working with the 
late Lawrence Kohlberg at Har-
vard, has identified significant dif-
ferences in the psychological and 
moral development of men and 
women. Gilligan's book, In A Differ-
ent Voice
2
, is a most insightful trea-
tise on women, men, and the differ-
ences existing between them. Her 
research at Harvard, which is sup-
ported by other gender - focused 
research, points out the unique-
nesses of the male and the female 
that must be joined in a comple-
mentary manner if the strength of 
the total human, and I will add 
human organizations or institu-
tions, is to be attained. 






















Riane Eisler in her revisionist 
account of history, The Chalice and 
the Blade
3
, looked at the history of 
the human race through the prism 
of gender. She used the metaphor 
of the blade to symbolize the cut-
ting, penetrating, and competitive 
character of the male and the chal-
ice to represent the receptive and 
cooperative qualities of the female. 
Her study suggests that men are 
oriented toward forming hierarchi-
cal organizational arrangements 
based in power; while women are 
predisposed to organizing net-
works based on communication. 
Blending the characteristics of 
the male and the fem ale is under-
stood as androgyny. Literally, "an-
drogyny" is from the Greek for 
man, "andros" and for woman 
"gyne." Androgyny is men and 
women existing side by side. In the 
androgynous person, feminine and 
masculihe characteristics exist side 
by side in the same individual. 
Joyce Trebilcot argues in the lour-
nal of Social Philosophy that men 
and women should attempt to de-
velop personality traits and engage 
in activities traditionally assigned 
to the other sex; a single ideal for 
all.4
 Androgynism, in so far as it 
advocates shared roles, is now the 
official public policy in a number of 
countries. Since 1 968 the official 
policy of Sweden has been, "every 
individual regardless of sex, shall 
have the same practical opportuni-
ties, not only for education and 
employment, but also for his or her 
own financial support; as well as 
shared responsibility for child rear-
ing and housework."
5 
An androgynous culture, an an-
drogynous profession, and an an-
drogynous college of dentistry, are 
ones in which the uniquenesses of 
the male and female are admired, 
cultivated, encouraged, supported, 
and affirmed. The resulting com-
plementary is a synergism, with the 
whole being greater than the sum 
of the two parts. Those of us with 
successful marriages have no trou-
ble understanding this concept, for 
we know that this institution is 
predicated on such a radical equal-
ity. Dentistry and dental education, 
in order to mature, need to become 
androgynous. 
Women in Dentistry 
In 1981, 19% of our total student 
dentist population of 22,000 were 
women. Today 35% of the popula-
tion of 15,000 student dentists are 
females. Nationally our current 
first year class is 38% women, an 
increase from 21 % just ten years 
ago. Today in our College of Den-
tistry at the University of Kentucky, 
if we were to exchange five males 
for five females, we would have 
more women enrolled than men. 
In 1982, 825 of our nation's den-
tal graduates were women. In 1991, 
1,304 will be, an increase of almost 
40% in less than ten years. This 
year the University of Kentucky 
College of Dentistry will graduate 
more women in its class than men. 
Although there is no complete data 
base with which to confirm it, it 
may be the first time such has 
occurred in the history of dental 
VOLUME 58 NUMBER 3 
THE FEMININE MYSTIQUE IN DENTAL EDU
CATION: A FEMINIST'S CHALLENGE 35 
education. Interestingly, only one 
of our top ten graduates academi-
callv is a male, and all inductees 
int~ Omicron Kappa Upsilon, the 
national honor society of dentistry, 
are women. What have we altered 
in our College to accommodate to 
these dramatic changes? The an-
swer is nothing. 
In contrast to these statistics on 
our student bodies, only 857 of all 
5 000 full-time faculty, or 17% are 
,~omen. Only 15% {1,078) of all 
part-time faculty (6,904 individu-
als) are women. Thus we have 35% 
female students and 15% female 
faculty. 
These figures do not comport 
with the ideal, a balancing of men 
and women. While we are rapidly 
moving to an ideal balance of male 
and female students, ratios among 
faculty are lagging far behind. Pos-
sibly we are only observing a de-
layed response that is due to 
women gaining credentials to enter 
academics, and possibly we will 
catch up. I am not optimistic. 
Teresa Dolan, in a recent issue of 
the Chronicle of the American Asso-
ciation of Women Dentists, re-
ported on a survey conducted in 
1989 of the membership of that 
organization. The survey addressed 
the most serious problems or im-
portant issues facing women den-
tists today. The most consistent 
themes, "focused on the lack of role 
models; female leadership in or-
ganized dentistry; and poor visi-
bility."6 
The metaphor of the "glass ceil-
ing" has been widely utilized to 
communicate the idea that while 
advancement to upper administra-
tive echelons in organizations ap-
pears unobstructed to women there 
are really invisible barriers. Eric 
Solomon reported last year in the 
Journal of Dental Education that 8 
of 117 deans and 20 of 281 depart-
ment chairs in our colleges of den-
tistry were women. He said, "data 
show that movement of female fac-
ulty into administrative positions is 
quite slow."7 The "glass ceiling" ap-
pears to exist in academic den-
tistry. Yet evidence suggests that 
women excel over men in certain 
FALL 1991 
leadership qualities. In the current 
issue of Natio11al Font111, the jour-
nal of Phi Kappa Phi, Carolyn 
Desjardins reports her research 
reoardino gender diffc1·cnce m 
1e:dership.8~Shc found that: 






• Interest in Developing People 
Men Excelled In: 
• Self Esteem 
• Self Confidence 
• Self Control 
• Challenge 
• Openness to Change 
I want to be sure I am not misun-
derstood. I am not an altruistic 
reformer, virtuously proclaiming 
the merits of women's rights and 
women's liberation. A reformer, 
ves; altruistic and virtuous, no. I 
believe gender roles are destructive 
for men. We men have paid a high 
plice for the "control" and "power" 
we have traditionally exercised 
over women. I am a feminist be-
cause I believe that the feminist 
movement's efforts to transform 
women into autonomous, responsi-
ble decision makers is ultimately 
beneficial for men; for me. Such 
will make male liberation possible. 
Rollo May states it directly in his 
recent book, The Cry for Myth, "no 
man can withhold liberation from 
women without losing it himself."
9 
Men should insist that women 
make the transition to become 
"total persons." If women do not 
become complete in their potential, 
their feminine humanity, men can-
not become complete in their male 
humanity. We men can become 
"total persons" only if we are freed 
from the constraints imposed on 
both sexes by traditional gender 
roles. 
The lack of an appropriate num-
ber, 50%, of women on dental fac-
ulties today is a problem. Inade-
quate numbers of women in 
leadership roles in our colleges is a 
problem. Failure to acknowledge 
the imperative of a balancing of 
men and women - failure to ac-
knowledoc the valuable role of 
women i~ leadership; and failure to 
affirm those ideals, arc part of the 
feminist mystique. I reject and en-
courage you to reject this mystiqu~! 
However, I believe that a signili-
cant number of facultv members 
and leaders in dental education 
subscribe to the feminine mystique 
and arc not committed to an an-
droovnous culture in dental cduca-
tio;- I hope I am wrong, but my 
observations lead me to conclude 
that the feminine mystique is alive 
and well in the clinics and class-
rooms of our colleges. 
Taking Affirmative Action 
Affirming an androgynous col-
lege leads to a commitment to level-
ing the playing field for women; to 
an intense and passionate interest 
and concern for rec1uiting, re-
taining, and advancing women in 
dental education; and to taking af-
firmation action as an equal oppor-
tunity employer. We are members 
of universities that are "equal op-
p011unity employers." Federal law 
supports and upholds the ideal of 
sexual equality. However, there is a 
gap between our rhetoric and our 
reality, if we have. the courage to 
take an unvarnished look! 
As I stated earlier, I believe in the 
equality of the sexes. The formal 
principle of equality, attributed to 
Aristotle, is equals must be treated 
as equals, while unequals must be 
treated unequally in proportion to 
their differences. But, what consti-
tutes equality or inequality in treat-
ment? The usual way of answering 
this question is to say that the dif-
ferences between individuals must 
be relevant to the issue in question. 
Men and women are entitled to the 
same treatment when there are no 
differences between them relative 
to the matter in question, in our 
instance, being a dentist or a dental 
educator. 
The logical extension of Aristot-
. le's principle of equality is found in 
John Rawls' influential book, A 
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today with regard to the sexes, con-
sidering the systematic inequalities 
perpetrated against women for 
generations, yes, even centuries? 
Rawls explicated his concept of dis-
tributive justice by arguing that so-
cial and economic inequities arc to 
be arranged so that they arc both 
reasonably expected to be to every-
one's advantage and attached to 
positions and offices open to all. 
What does "justice as fairness," to 
use Rawls' terms, require today in 
order to create a level playing field 
for women? 
Kids have a keen sense of justice. 
Remember as a child when vou 
would choose up sides for a ga~e? 
You naturally compensated for 
age, size, and ability to be sure that 
the game would be fair ... and fun! 
I remember the basketball teams 
for which I was chosen always 
had an extra player to compcnsa"tc 
for me. 
Today we arc attempting to ad-
dress "justice as fairness" in treat-
ing women by compensating for 
the wrongs of the pa.st. We call our 
attempts affirmative action. As a 
society we say we will take action 
affirming the role and the value of 
women (and minorities) by actively 
searching for women, identifying 
women, and giving preferential 
treatment to women in hiring deci-
sions; all in an attempt to redress 
the systemic, indigenous, and in-
sidious inequalities that have and 
continue to exist in our culture and 
its institutions. 
I strongly believe that to resolve 
the problem I have identified, inad-
equate numbers of women faculty 
members and administrators to 
balance our male-oriented ap-
proaches, and to serve as effective 
role models for our female stu-
dents; that we must take aggressive 
and affirmative action! While our 
universities publicly proclaim their 
allegiance to the concept, all too 
often in academic dentistry I see 
and hear the "good ole boys net-
work" beating its tribal tom-toms. 
Not onlv because of our sheer num-
bers, b{it also because of our com-
munication networks, we men call 
men to idcntifv other men for posi-
tions which b~comc available. 
Not infrequently we men subtly 
deceive ourselves into believing 
that the male applicant is the more 
qualified, for any number of rea-
sons, for the position that is avail-
able. It is not always true that op-
posties attract; in most instances in 
·hiring, we gravitate to sameness. 
This is not ;ffirmative action. This 
is not fairness. This is a continuing 
manifestation of the feminine mys-
tique afflicting dental education. 
To the extent we arc unable to 
destroy this mystique, replacing it 
with a reasonable androgyny, to 
that extent we will be unable to 
create a culture that recruits, re-
tains, and advances women. Re-
cruiting, retaining, and advancing 
women is the result of a culture 
that values the unique and essential 
role of women. Absent such a valu-
ing and commitment, all programs, 
policies, and procedures will be 
hollow. 
Conclusion 
What must be done? Generally 
three things: 
I. We must alter the assump-
tions and values of faculty, 
primarily men; however, I 
must acknowledge that I have 
observed women faculty se-
duced by the feminine mys-
tique as well. 
2. We must treat women prefer-
entially, out of a sense of fair 
play, leveling the playing field; 
a choosing up of sides so the 
game will be fair. 
3. We must select, appoint, elect, 
or establish leaders in dental 
education (men and women) 
who, in their attitudes and by 
their deeds, testify to their en-
thusiastic and unequivocal 
support of women in dentistry 
and dental education. 
Such is not an easy task and 
significant change is unlikely to 
occur without a mild revolution. 
Power is only reluctantly relin-
quished. 
I would challenge men today 
who are self-assured in their mas-
culinitv and comfortable and confi-
dent in' their performance, the truly 
androgynous man; to join hands 
with our female colleagues in refus-
ing, as did Rosa Parks, to "go to the 
back of the bus" to catch a glimpse 
of an academic community in den-
tistry where "justice overflows like 
water." Only when women are ac-
knowledged, affirmed, and valued 
for the contribution that they, and 
only they can make in dentistry and 
dental education, then, and onlv 
then, will the feminine mystique b~ 
destroyed and men and women be 
able to join hands and hearts in 
proclaiming the strength, beauty, 
and potential of our chosen profes-
sion. 6. 
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